When was the last time you had a pitcher of water dumped on your head at a conference? For many animal behaviourists and behavioural ecologists (OK, let's call ourselves sociobiologists), the bitter criticism of sociobiology seems quite remote from our own teaching and research, and something we consider 'historical'. In his opening words, Alcock reminds us of E. O. Wilson's treatment at a conference in 1978 a few years after the book Sociobiology: The New Synthesis (Wilson 1975) had been published. The written and verbal attacks on Wilson by his politically motivated colleagues at Harvard are now the stuff of legend (Wilson 1994). Alcock's book is a defence of sociobiology, addressing in a logical and organized way the key criticisms that have been levelled at this field.
But is such a book even necessary? Sociobiology, and the adaptationist approach in general, were vigorously defended some years ago by G. C. Williams, E. Mayr and R. Dawkins, to name a few. But Alcock is right that many people outside the field still consider sociobiology to be controversial, and that there are important misconceptions about what sociobiology actually is and how we do our research. Thus, Alcock sets out to convince the reader that sociobiologists have won the debate with Stephen Jay Gould once and for all. Although I doubt that this is possible, any more than evolutionary biologists can quell criticism from creationists, Alcock has done a superb job (chapters 2 and 6) of demonstrating that sociobiology is a thriving and exciting field that has grown and developed despite the unusual hardships thrown its way in the 1970s. Sociobiology theory is a legitimate science based on solid empirical studies of animal behaviour, and sociobiology can be used to understand the fundamentals of human behaviour. Sociobiology has indeed triumphed.
One of the best chapters of the book addresses genetic determinism (chapter 3), which critics have used to undermine the sociobiological approach. Genetic determinism, if it exists, implies that human behaviour cannot be changed, since the underlying genes are in charge, and therefore cultural injustices in human society are natural and unavoidable. Alcock explains the crucial difference between a trait having some heritable basis, which can then result in the trait responding evolutionarily to natural selection, versus looking at things the other way (genetic determinism): that an individual carrying a particular gene will necessarily express the trait. Alcock notes that this point repeatedly has been made by many of the top names in our field (R. Alexander, R. Dawkins, J. Maynard Smith, E. O. Wilson, J. Wittenberger, among others) yet critics of sociobiology continue to dwell on the idea that a person's genes 'determine' one's behaviour, presumably because it is quick to catch the attention of the media and general public. Alcock carefully explains the complex path between the gene itself and the phenotypic expression of a behaviour, and why the possession of a gene does not doom one to behaving a certain way.
But it is true that some of the variation among individuals in their behavioural predispositions may indeed result, at least in part, from underlying genetic differences. Behavioural traits can have a heritable basis, so it is reasonable to ask whether natural selection has shaped the evolution of these behaviours.
Early in the book, Alcock uses some weak examples in applying sociobiology to understanding human behaviour. This is precisely the area that causes so much controversy and criticism of sociobiology, so I had expected to find only the best examples in a book such as this. I doubt that Gould, or other critics of sociobiology, would be especially convinced by the evidence based on surveying Swedish university students (page 79) who were asked to imagine their partners having sex with another person versus their partner falling in love with another person. Predictably, most men (60%) were more concerned with sexual infidelity of their partners while most women (60%) were more concerned with emotional infidelity. But while these results are consistent with an evolutionary explanation based on sexual selection and parental care theory, other, nonevolutionary, hypotheses predict exactly the same outcome: for instance, that cultural education may teach men and women to feel different ways about infidelity. Alcock does address cultural determinism later in the book, but in this early chapter some readers may doubt the strength of sociobiological explanations.
Similarly, a rather outrageous application of the theory of fluctuating asymmetry and its role in female mate choice is the idea that body symmetry (or asymmetry) influences a man's size and social dominance because asymmetry reflects underlying genetic and developmental weaknesses, and that women are more likely to have affairs with symmetrical rather than asymmetrical men (page 79). Alcock presents no convincing evidence that men with asymmetrical bodies do have inferior genes, or that women who prefer symmetrical males when having affairs benefit in any way from their choices. There are too many missing pieces of this puzzle to make it a rigorous example of adaptive human behaviour.
Alcock also takes on an issue that most sociobiologists are only vagely aware of, cultural relativism (chapter 5). This is a philosophical criticism of the scientific method in general, and not sociobiology in particular, so it was not immediately clear why Alcock devoted an entire chapter to the subject. Gould and others apparently have suggested that sociobiology theory is tainted because sociobiologists are unduly influenced by their own culture and hence produce biased ideas and research. In other words, sociobiologists are accused of being culturally motivated to propose theories that support the status quo in human societies.
Alcock also addresses 'cultural determinism' (chapter 7), which holds that human behaviour is influenced first and foremost by cultural influences that are learned, and that evolutionary logic and natural selection are not important in understanding human behaviour. Alcock refers to this as the 'Blank Slate Theory', to emphasize 
